mtm du(uon common sense consists of little more than vague and untested beliefs that are based

_ on such things as prejudice, hearsay and blind appeals to authority. Moreover
many things that at first seem obvious to common sense become less and less’
obvious the closer you look at them,

Yet we need some kind of picture of what the world is like if we are to cope with
it effectively, and common sense at least provides us with a starting peint. We all
have what might be called 2 mental map of reality which includes our ideas of
What is true and what is false, what is reasonable and what is unreasonabie, what is
right and what is wrong, etc. Although no one but a fool would tell you to rip up
your mental map and abandon your everyday understanding of things, you should
- at least occasionally — be willing to subject it to critical scrutiny.

We live in a strange and perplexing world. Despite the explosive growth of

knowledge in recent decades, we are confronted by a bewildering array of i
contradictory beliefs. We are told that astronomers have made great progress in
understanding the universe in which we live, yet many people still believe in i
astrology. Scientists claim that the dinosaurs died out 65 million years ago, yet some

insist that dinosaurs and human beings lived simultaneously. Apollo 11 landed on

the moon in 1969, but it is rumoured in some quarters that the landings were faked

by NASA. A work of art is hailed as a masterpiece by some critics and dismissed as

junk by others. Some people support capital punishment, while others dismiss it as To illustrate the limitati ; _
a vestige of barbarism. Millions of people believe in God, yet atheists insist that make an analogy batw 1tations ol our common-sense understanding of things, let us
'God is dead’. Faced with such a confusion of different opinions, how are we to f the map of thegw):r od el::n ourb mental maps and real geographical maps. Consider
make sense of things and develop a coherent picture of reality? Mercatg ¢ Profectio ; Hf own EI(;W, ‘f"_hldl s bas.ed on what is known as the

Given your school education, you might think of knowledge as a relatively unthinkinel ) - Tyou were lamiliar with thI_S Ihap as you grew up, you may
unproblematic commaodity consisting of various facts found in textbooks that have INELy accept it as true and be unaware of its limitations.
been proved to be true. But things are not as simple as that. After all, if you had
attended school one hundred or five hundred years ago, you would have learned a
different set of ‘truths’. This suggests that knowledge is not static, but has a history
and changes over time. Yesterday’s revolution in thought becomes today’s common RN
sense, and today’s common sense may go on to become tomorrow’s superstition. So @@Qﬂﬂ
what guarantee is there that our current understanding of things is correct? Despite
the intellectual progress of the last five hundred years, future generations may look
back on our much-vaunted achievements and dismiss our science as crude, our arts
as naive, and our ethics as barbaric.

When we consider ourselves from the perspective of the vast reaches of time and
space, further doubts arise. According to cosmologists, the universe has been in
existence for about 15 billion (15,000,000,000) years. If we imagine that huge
amount of time compressed into one year running from January to December, then
the earliest human beings do not appear on the scene until around 10.30 p.m. on 31
December, fire was only domesticated at 11.46 p.m., and the whole recorded history
occupies only the last ten seconds of the cosmic year. Since we have been trying to
make sense of the world in a systematic way for only a minute fraction of time, there
is no guarantee that we have got it right. Furthermore, it turns out that in cosmic
terms we are also pretty small. According to astronomers, there are ten times more
stars in the night sky than grains of sand in all the world’s deserts and beaches. Yet
we flatter ourselves that we have discovered the laws that apply to all times and all
places. Since we are familiar with only a minute fraction of the universe, this seems
like a huge leap of faith. Perhaps it will turn out that some of the deeper truths about
life, the universe and everything are simply beyond human comprehension.

SRR

Common sense

Most people do not think that there is a problem of knowledge and they see
knowledge as nothing more than organised common sense. While there may be
something to be said for this view, the trouble is that much of what passes for

Figure 1.1 The Mercator Projection

Knowers and knowing
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1 Think of as many different ways as you can in which the world map shown in

Figure 1.1 is:
a inaccurate )
b based on arbitrary conventions

¢ culturally biased.
2 Do you think it would be possible to make a perfect map of a city? What would

such a map have to look like? How useful would it be?

Among the weaknesses of the above map are the following:
that areas further from the

1 It distorts the relative size of the land masses, so
distortion is most apparent

equator seem larger than they are in reality. The <
when we compare Greenland to Africa. According to the map they are a out

the same size, but in reality Africa is fourteen times bigger than Greenland.
2 It is based on the convention that the northern hemisphere is at the top of
the map and the southern hemisphere at the bottom. Although we are used
to this way of representing things, the reality is, of course, that the world
does not come with a label saying ‘This way up"!
3 The map is eurocentric in that it not only exagger
Furope, but also puts it in the middle of the map.

ates the relative size of

Now compare the Mercator Projection with another map of the world, known as

the Hobo-Dyer Equal Area Projection.

This projection accurately reflects the relative
distorts their shape); it has the southern hemis

hemisphere at the bottom;
fact that most people find this map diso

Knowers and knowing

sizes of the land masses (although it
phere at the top and the notthern
and it is centred on the Pacific rather than Europe. The
rienting illustrates the grip that habitual

Lo AT ST St S ot b i

ways of thinking have on our minds and how difficult it is to break out of them.

The point of this excursion into maps is to suggest that, like the Mercator
Projection, our common-sense mental maps may give us a distorted picture of
reality. Our ideas and beliefs come from a variety of sources, such as our own
experience, parents, friends, teachers, books and the media, and since we don’t have
time to check up on everything to make sure that it is true, there are likely to be all
kinds of inaccuracies, half-truths and falsehoods woven into our mental maps.
Furthermore, it can be difficult for us to think outside the customns and conventions
with which we are familiar and see that there may be other ways of looking at
things. Finally, there may be all kinds of cultural biases built into our picture of the
world. If you ask an English person to name the greatest writer and greatest scientist
of all time, they will probably say Shakespeare and Newton. If you ask the same
question to an Italian, they are more likely to say Dante and Galileo.

One final point to draw out of this discussion is that, while different maps may
be more or less useful for different purposes, there is no such thing as a perfect map.
A perfect map of a city which included every detail down to the last brick and blade
of grass would have to be drawn on a scale of 1:1. Such a map would, of course, be
useless as a map, and would in any case quickly become out of date. We might call
this the paradox of cartography: if a map is fo be useful, then it must of necessity
be imperfect. There will, then, always be a difference between a map and the
underlying territory it describes. To sum up in a well-known slogan that is worth
keeping in mind throughout this book: ‘the map is not the territory’.

1 What relevance do you think the slogan ‘the map is not the territory’ has to our
search for knowledge?

2 Look at the painting below by the Belgian surrealist René Magritte (1898-1967)
called The Betrayal of Images (1928-29). What do you think of the title of the
painting? What has this got to do with our discussion?
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Certainty

If there are problems with
abandon our everyday understa

For it has often been thought th.
belief. The idea here is that when you know something you are certain

have no doubts about it; but when you merely believe it, you may think it is true, but
you are not certain. At first sight, this seems reasonable enough; but when you start to
look critically at the things we normally claim to krniow, you may begin to wonder if

any of them are completely certain!

our common-sense picture of the world, perhaps we should
nding of things and limit ourselves to what is certain.

at certainty is what distinguishes knowledge from mere
it is true and

List in order the five things in life that you are most certain of. Compare your list
with someone else’s. Can you come to any agreement?

Consider, for example, the following four statements:

1 1 know that Neil Armstrong landed on the moon in 1969.

2 1know that strawberries are red.

3 [ know that if a is bigger than b and b is bigger than ¢, then a is bigger than c.

4 1 know that murder is wrong.
d say that all of the above statements are true. But how do you
that Neil Armstrong landed on the moon in 1969
you know that strawberries are red because
that if @ is bigger than b and b is bigger than ¢,
then a is bigger than ¢ because you can reason it out; and you know that murder is
wrong because it is intuitively obvious. However, if you ask yourself whether you are
100 per cent certain that these statements are true, doubts may begin to creep in. A
quick look at each of the four ways of knowing — language, perception, reason and
emotion — suggests that they cannot simply be taken at face value.

I imagine you woul
know? You might say that you know
because you read it in an encyclopaedia;
you can see that they are red; yvou know

1 Language

Language enables us to acquire knowl
know a great many things because we
somewhere. However, the authority of other peo
knowledge, and even the so-called experts sometimes ‘get it wrong’. If you are into
conspiracy theories, you might ask how we can be sure that the alleged American

moon landings were not an elaborate ClA-inspired hoax.

edge from other people, and we claim to
have been told them or we have read them

2 Perception

Much of our knowledge is based on personal experience,
deceive us. For example, if you are colour blind, you might not
red. We shall have more to say about this in Chapter 4. For the time being, you

might like to consider Figure 1.4.

but our senses sometimes
see strawberries as

Knowers and knowing

e K

ple is not always a reliable source of i ;

R TI

Figure 1.4

Believe it or not, the two table tops above are exactly the same shape and size. This
suggests that we should not blindly trust our perception and assume that it gives
us certainty.

3 Reason

Stat_ement 3 above might seem less open to doubt than the others, and some
philosephers have claimed that reason gives us greater certainty tl;an perception. In
practice, however, people do not seem to be very good at abstract reasoning and ‘the
are liable to make all kinds of errors. To illustrate, assuming that some dentists are ’
drunkards and no cyclists are drunkards, does it follow that some cyclists are dentists?
The answer is that it does not — but we may well struggle to see that this is true. ‘

4 Emotion
iGcnne of the things that we claim to know strike us as intuitively obvious or are
)as_ed on our gut feelings. The trouble is that what is intuitively obvious to me may
Rot b'e intuitively obvious to you, and gut feelings are far from being a sure guide to
"IC-‘L'I’ uth. Y.ou only have to consider debates about such things as abortion or
f,aple'l pumsh.ment to see the extent to which people may have conflicting
L;’llelllOl’{S on_ 1.Inportant issues. And it would surely be arrogant simply to assume
tl:;ll my intuitions are right and yours are wrong. Emotions may provide us with

2 cnergy to pursue knowledge, but it is far from clea i i

‘ , 1 that
guides to the truth. they are infalibie

Radical doubt

So fa i irmi

fr(m:ri‘wer have raised Sf)me preliminary doubts about knowledge that is derived

e ani,uzfge, p’ercep’non, reason and emotion. But, following the French

thinksic;pn}fl !Retnle Descartes (1596-1650), there is perhaps one statement that you
solutely certain — namely that T exist'. § i i

cannot sensibly be doubted? ¢ (el that s something fhe
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well, if pushed, I might say that I am not even sure about that! In the movie The
d Truman Burbank lives on an island called Seahaven

Truman Show a character calle
and leads an apparently ordinary life. As the movie progresses, we learn that
d 24 hours a day and broadcast live on TV, and

Truman’s entire life is being filme
that his wife, family, friends and acquaintances are all paid actors. Truman himself
is unaware of this and he mistakes his illusory world for reality. 50 how can you be

certain that you are not living a Truman-Show-type life and that the people around
you are not simply actors? Some philosophers have even speculated that the whole
of life might be a dream. Perhaps you will awake in a few minutes and realise that
you have been having the strangest dream in which you were a creature called a
human being, living on a planet called Earth. Although such a radical supposition
does not prove that you do not exist, it does suggest that your life might be

completely different from what you thought.

that you could be dreaming right now?

1 Do you think it is seriously possible
owledge are more certain than others?

2 Do you think that some areas of kn

Relativism

Sometimes people react to this lac
extreme and embracing a position
there is no such thing as absolute tr
of what anyone happens to believe is true.
different for different individuals or for di
something is true or false in an unqualified way,
irue for me’ or ‘false for you'. Since there are no groun
opinion is better than another, we must therefore conclude that all poi
are of equal value.
Since there are disputed questions in all areas of knowledge, relativism might at
first seem an attractive position. Rather than insist that I am right and you are
wrong, it is surely more attractive to say that one and the same knowledge claim
can be true for me and false for you?
Despite its attractions, relativism leads to as many difficulties as equating
knowledge with certainty. Consider the question of whether or not the earth is

round. According to a relativis
member of the flat-earth society. But sure
independent of what I or anyone else may happen to t

cannot be both round and flat. In view of this,
when they say that something is "true for them’ is that they believe it is true. You

are, of course, entitled to believe what you like, but the mere fact that you believe
that something is true doesn't mean that it actually is true. A young child might
believe that Santa Claus exists, but it only confuses the issue to say that it is ‘trae

k of certainty by swinging to the opposite

¥nown as relativism. According to relativism,
uth that exists in an objective way independent
Instead, truth is relative and may be
fferent cultures. So rather than say that
the most we can do is say that it is

ds for saying that one
nts of view

ly there is an objective fact of the matter
hink? After all, the earth

Knowers and knowing

t we would have to say it is true for me and false for a

1 think that what people really mean

for the child’. For, no matter Y
what the child believes, Santa ‘Al trugh is '
Claus does not in fact exist. relative. R
The fact that we take seriously \—————-w-——-z\

the idea that someone might be s |
wrong in their beliefs suggests ) / that true?” |
that relativism is false. Indeed, it —
could be argued that the es! | ——
statement ‘All truth is relative’ is > " )\ |
self-contradictory. For if we ask ' |
ourselves about the status of the | 4 mguess - < Absolutely trug?" |
statement itself, we seem to run because | said T
into difficulties — as can be seen that aftruth Is | —_—
from the dialo in Fi } "r?['?twgf

gue in Figure 1.5. — ‘5o the statement |
On the one hand, if it is “All truth is relative”
absolutely true that all truth is istonlaf re_lali\fly
relative, then there is at least one ‘Yes!' e
absolute truth — namely the truth S
that all truth is relative. On the > J\ Soi
other hand, if it is only relatively "ﬁg H’fggl"c'i;)ﬁd |
true that all truth is relative, then ‘Hang on! 1 need / not true for me?' |
if a consistent relativist meets to think about ' -
someone who says ‘It is not true L this../

»

for me that all truth is relative’,
they are hardly in a position to Figure 1.5 The dialogue of relativism

argue with them.

rReesad the dialogue taken from a novel White Noise by Don Deliilo (see Reading
r 'o_urcfs, p.age.1 9). What doubts does Heinrich cast on his father’s claim that it is
aining? Which, if any, of these doubts do you think are reasonable?

What should we believe?

We ha i
. quiC:Z glejg ;Illl?:‘; r:l?ther common sense, nor certainty, nor relativism can give us
o sl s 1e1 ‘problerfl of knowledge. So what should we believe? There is
how you beliewe SOo tt }115 question, .and TOK is, in any case, more concerned with
hocd or o 1rne: ing than with what you believe. Whatever you believe, you
Considur anan ple, try tols_ul.)port your beliefs with evidence and be able to

pond to criticisms of your views.
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The role of judgement

Since we live in a world in which

probably have to rely more on ju
One important aspect of good judgement 1s t
open-mindedness. Take the claim that aliens have visited the earth
the past — something which opinion polls suggest is believed by around one-third of
Americans. We should be sceptical enough to question some of the flimsy evidence

that has been put forward to support this claim, but open-minded enough to allow

that it is possible that a technologicaily advanced civilisation may have evolved and
sent envoys to our planet. We must then engage in the difficult task of assessing the

balance of evidence and coming to a provisional conclusion.
he so-called information age is, of course, the

The great marketplace of beliefs in t
Internet. Surfing around, you can quickly find websites devoted not only to a whole
ray of paranormal phenomena,

range of academic subjects, but also to 2 dizzying ar
d urban legends. Since we live in a credulous age, we should

cultivate a healthy scepticism as an antidote to intellectual — and financial -
gullibility. (If you are to0 gullible, you will find plenty of charlatans and hucksters
out there who will be only too willing to relieve you of your money.)

there are few black and white certainties, you will
dgement than proof in deciding what to believe.

he ability to balance scepticism with
at some time in

conspiracy theories an

The danger of gullibility

Now, you may personally believe in some OT ot
conspiracy theory, and at some point it may even be shown to be true. However, no

one is willing to believe everything they read on the Internet, and we all have limits
beyond which we conclude that a belief is absurd. 1 very much doubt that you
would take seriously any of the following headlines from the Weekly World News,
which styles itself as ‘America’s wildest and zanjest supermarket tabloid”:

‘Amazing New Proof of Life After Death’ (11 January 1999)

'Faith Healer Cures Sick Pets with the Power of Prayer’ (13 August 1999)

"US Scientists Bring Mummy Back t0 Life’ (27 August 1999)

“Washington Think Tanks are Riddled with Space Aliens’ (1 October 1999)

‘First Marriage Between Human and Space Alien Still Going Strong’

(8 October 1999)

‘Dog Reincarnation: Five
(12 November 1999)
“Top Psychic Warns: Hitler is Coming
‘Top Scientist says Sicko Space Aliens
into Prostitutes’ (6 April 2000}

Your Dead Pet’s Ghost May be Peeing on

her paranormal phenomenon of

Ways to Tell if Your Dog was & Human in a Past Life’

Back’ (21 January 2000)

Your Carpet’ (16 May 2000)

The danger of scepticism

Despite the above comments, there is also a danger in being too sceptical; for you
may then close your mind to new ideas that challenge the conventional wisdom.
There are many examples of ideas that were ridiculed when they first appeared but

Knowers and knowing

are Stealing Our Women and Turning them

b e i e e

\
Sctia;::l tl;as‘;t;r ;l:;wn ?tlljle tr;le. For example, until the early nineteenth century,
ismisse e idea that stones could fall from ’
' the sky as superstition; but
‘(‘;QS ;16)3' E;cgié)e the existence of meteorites for granted. Similarly, whenpAlfred W’egener
suggested the theory of continental drift i g
sug; in 1912, it was rejected by hi
contemporaries; but it was resurrected i : et
; in the 1960s as part of the th
tectonics. The moral of the tale is that j . A
t just because an idea does not fi

accepted theories does not necessaril it i T always posible

ote v mean that it is wrong. For it i i
that it is our theories that need 5 oo seentioa e e

to be changed. Thus if w i
danger is that intellectual i i - < nowtedgs stagnate
progress will grind to a halt and k 1
So we need to find a balance b i s that e s
etween being open to new ideas that chal
current way of thinking, and keeping i i  codilons anir
g in mind that human beings are credulo i
. g, : us animals

who are sometimes willing to believe strange things on the basis of slender evidence

o Nosa i .. B C
For goodness sake, man, SNAP OUT OF IT...II} We're NOT aliens from outer

spacel! We're PIXIES! from your GARDEN. !! IS THAT SO DIFFICULT TCQ
UNDERSTAND...217*

Figure 1.6

" Comment on the followin i i '
engree with 1 g quotation, and explain why you either agree or
IM . ) . -
miﬁgéztt;i)ﬁ?ihéh:;:tlls ;th aﬂthlngbas being too open-minded. | am not open-
‘ h being flat, about whether Hitler is ali
i ! er is alive today, about
wron; t;yarp;ec;?le to have squ_ared the circle, or to have proven specia\IJ relativity
wrong.to " osgnqutir?dp:g-uT'lt[;dEd with resgect to the paranormal. And | think it is
. ith respect to these things, just ink it i
10 be open.mdod ab gs, just as | think it is wrong
0 out whether o is ki ix milli i
LWar 1 (Dooglos Hofstadter] r not the Nazis killed six million Jews in World
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Reasonable knowledge

In trying to determine whether or not.a
preliminary criteria may serve as useful guides: (1) evidence and

knowledge claim is reasonable, two
{(2) coherence.

1 Evidence

For a belief to be reasonable there should be some positive evidence in support of it.

Tmagine someone claiming that there are little greeri men living on Mars. When
you challenge them to support their belief, they say “Well, you can’t prove that
‘here aren’t.’ This is a bad argument because the person has given no positive
evidence to support their belief; and although it is difficult to prove that there are

definitely not little green men on Mars, this simply reflects the fact that it is always
difficult to prove a negative. The fact that you can't prove that something isn't true
does nothing to show that it is true. The fallacy of thinking that it does is called
argument ad ignorantiam.

971 which of the following is an example of argument ad ignorantiam?
a Since many people claim to have seen ghosts, it is likely that they exist.
ty for the paranormal believe in ghosts.

b Many members of the Socie
¢ Ghosts must exist because no one has proved that they do not.

d Itis true for me that ghosts exist.
e examples of your own to illustrate the fallacy of arg

2 Make up thre ument
ad ignorantiam.

3 How would you go about trying to prove that
What has this got to do with our discussion?

a species has become extinct?

We should look not only for evidence in favour of our beliefs, but also for evidence
that would count against them. For, according o psychologists, we have a
disturbing tendency, known as confirmation bias, to notice only evidence that
supports our beliefs. For example, if you believe in astrology, you will tend to notice
the times your horoscope is right and overlook the times it is wrong. To counter
this tendency, you should keep a record not only of how often the horoscope is

right but also of how often it is wrong.

2 Coherence
A second criterion for deciding whether or not a belief is reasonable is whether it

coheres, or fits in, with our current understanding of things. Despite appearances, 1
don’t think that this criterion contradicts what we said earlier about the need to
question common sense. When it comes to examining our beliefs, our position is
ho has to rebuild his ship while still at sea. If he dismantles the

like that of a sailor w
ship completely and tries to rebuild it from scratch, e will
we cannot cast doubt on all of our beliefs at

to rebuild it piece by piece. Similatly,
the same time. The best we can do is examine them one at a time against the

Knowers and knowing

drown. His only option i3

(L it L

background of our other beli
eliefs. If we don’ is si
g on't want to drown, there is simply no othe
W ] . - - - - V
morehjt 1t111<151 criterion 'unphes is that, although we should be open to new ideas, th
more ¢ (Ille; e y sc?mc;thmg is relative to the current state of knowledge, the strm?gere
ce in its favour should be before we take i i '
. e it sertously. Consid
‘ side
p};i;?lp())lzl tlll'e cf:lalms of people such as Uri Geller - ‘the world')s] most fanf:)lflzr
Currentrk Ifol‘itle; to bfe zlllble to bend spoons using only mental energy. Given our
ge of the way the world works, it i :
cure \ | , it seems unlikely that a spoo
aCceprtli‘cn tghsrssglz Itl)(;?-l;hysu;iﬁ means simply by focusing one’s mind on il‘z Scfl bC:fIz)re
ief we should demand good evide i it,
know, no such evidence currently exists. i poe n support of . Asfar a3

@ 1 According to the astronomer Carl 5
( . ! agan (1934-96), ‘extraordinary clai i
extraordinary evidence’. Explain what he meant by this. Do you :grﬁleTs e

2 Explain, with reasans, which o i
xplain, . f the following statements you think is less likely
a The Loch Ness monster exists.
b Some mystics are able to levitate.

3 Ianufhgﬁlgigprt;tﬁceiyfhe AppcﬁlinghFraud (L effroyable imposture), the French
ssan makes the extraordinary claim that : jet di
not hit the Pentagon on 11 Se . e
ptember 2001, and that the explosi i
caused by a truck load of explosi ing the criteri o oo o,
plosives. Using the criterion menti
much evidence would you need in i O
ord
Mevesans daims er to be convinced of the truth of

Who cares?

At thi i i :
" Soni GPSEIEEYS:; :n%ht ask whether it really matters what we believe. We may laugh
the right o behevey W{heas peop.le hold, but what harm do they do? Don't people have
person, but I think it n?;tttl:z Vii(:z 317;1?1 b?];ieian favo;r (;fhfreedom e e o the next
undemocatic I think some beliefs are more ‘\;e, and although it may sound
One re: ; 101 orthy of respect than others.
pethiaps dlesf(i)rllli:hf Y:lir 'thellefs and opinions matter is that they are an important —
more than a ‘se::gong 12 N Wh? you are as a person. So if you want to be something
people, you need ¢ -hand self th) mindlessly repeats the opinions of other
subjecting them to0 IIllfc.lke your Pehefs and opiniens genuinely your own by
“The unexamined 1_?1?1‘331 scrutiny. Socrates (470-399 BCE) once famously said that
constantly examinirllge }I’Z:ro ‘;E);T O?h living.” Although it would make little sense to be
up Kzzlding a life that is not gelri;{ie;}r:l;i{uihgfvg you never examine them you end
second r : ; !

and, in some Z—‘;l:sslla‘;\’iley be?f-s matter 15 that people’s beliefs affect their actions;
example, between the ﬁE;St’ eliefs can literally be a matter of life and death. For l
haif a million teenth and seventeenth centuries in Europe, an esti

people were burnt to death because the jeved mated

v were believed to be guilty of
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we no longer burn people to death for

the ‘crime’ of witchcraft. Fortunately,
f dangerous and misguided beliefs in

witcheraft; but there is no shortage 0
circulation. Here are twWo examples:

1 A former chief executive of P
more addictive than gummy
that every cigarette you smoke s
time it takes to smoke it.

2 In 1997, the leader of an American re
persuaded his followers that if they ‘s
on board a spaceship behind the Hale-Bopp come
39 people committed suicide as a result.

hilip Morris once claimed that cigarettes are no
bears candy. But the statistical evidence suggests
hortens your life by about the amount of

ligious cult called ‘Heaven's Gate’
hed their bodies’ they would be beamed
t and taken to a new world.

1 Do you think we should respect the beliefs of a racist or sexist person?

Give reasons.
2 Find some examples of beliefs that you think are both misquided and dangerous. |

‘People who believe

The French philosopher Voltaire (1694-1778) once said that
niric beliefs

absurdities will commit atrocities.” Although most people who hold ecce
show nio interest in massacring their neighbours, 1 think there is an element of
hich ‘anything goes’ is a fertile breeding

truth in Voltaite's comment. A society inw
ds. Some historians have observed that

ground for fanatics and extremists of all kin
nied by a growing interest in various

the rise of Hitler in Germany was accompa
kinds of pseudo-science. The psychologist Viktor Frankl (1905-97), who was a

survivor of a Nazi concentration camp, sees a direct link between the two: ‘Tam
absolutely convinced that the gas chambers of Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Maidanek
were ultimately prepared not in some ministry ot other in Berlin, but rather at the
desks and in the lecture halls of nihilistic scientists and philosophers.” If there is any
truth in this claim, then each of us has the responsibility, at least occasionally, to

take a critical look at our owWn beliefs and prejudices.

Conclusion

At the beginning of this chapter,
picture of reality in the modern worl

we saw that it is difficult to form a coherent
d. The way we see the world is shaped by our

history, and by culture and psychology; and since in cosmic terms we have not
f we have any privileged access to the

been around very long, we may wonder i

truth. We then looked at three possible solutions to the problem of knowledge -
common sense, certainty and relativism — and we saw that none of them is enfirely
adequate. Since the problem of knowledge has no easy solution we must use our
judgement in trying to decide what to believe.

1 hope that at this stage you will agree
it is worth spending some time thinking about it.
more detail at what we mean by the word ‘knowledge’. That is the task of

What we now need to do is lock in
Chapter 2.

Knowers and knowing

that there is a problem of knowledge and that
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* The world is a confusing place in whi i
’ which we fin ilderi i
iferent oy, ind a bewildering variety of
* Qur common-sense picture of realit ins i
robably co i i
gur common-sense pict ¥ D y contains inaccuracies and biases
o :Veij acquire knowledge about the world through language, perception, reason
. Ar: e;]otnon, but'n.one of these ways of knowing can give us certainiy.
tclfor ing to relatw_lsm, truth is relative to the individual; but the fact that we
ake senqu;[y the idea that semeone may be wrong in their beliefs suggest
that relativism is false. s
¢ Since there are few black and white certainties i
rtaintie
e o edoement s in the world, we have to rely
s An important aspect of good jud is findi i
p gement is finding the r
scepticism and open-mindedness. i ot balnce betueen
* Two preliminary criteria for decidin
. g whether a kn imi i
are evidence and coherence. ouledge daim s plausil
. El:(;itvi\:znatie wlzlat we belli)Tve and our beliefs affect our actions, if we want to
ic and responsible we should occasi ' el
el st sionally subject our beliefs to

rms to remember

argument ad ignorantiom mental map

ce

CO[lt::glt’l‘:Ze open-mindedness

woherence paradox of cartography
mon sense paranormal phenomena

cor_iflrmatlon bias relativism

evi ici

gulﬁggicti scepticism

- ways of knowing
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